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Decline of the Gannetry on Cat lsland, Tasmania

. IOHN WARHAM & D. 1, .  SERVENTY

Cat lsland, Tasmania, is one of the lew breeding places within Austral ia of the
Austral ian Gannet Motus setratot. I t  is ihe most accessible of the gannelr ies and has been
the focus ol attenl ion tor many visi tors since Fl inders f irst surveyed the islands in the area.
Apparently the gannetry was discovered by Fl inders but he made only incidental mention
o f  i t  i s  h i s  book  (1814 .  p .  cx i i ) .  He  s ta ted  t ha t  on  B  Janua ry  1799 'Mr .  Bass  wen t  on  sho re
1o  l he  sma l l ,  sou th -eas te rn  i s l e l  l -Ca t  l s l and l  whence  he  b rough t  a  boa t  l oad  o f  sea l s
and  ganne ts . '

The lol lowing summary of the gannelry's history comes part ly lrom an unpubljshed
review of Austral lan gannetr les (by D.L.S.) and part ly lrom the l i les of the Tasmanian
Na t i ona l  Pa rks  and  W i l d l i f e  Se rv i ce .

On 20 anc l  2 l  Novc l rber .  l t l93 .  whcn a  par ty
l lonr  thc  V ic lo r ian  F ic ld  Nutura l i s ts 'C Iub  landcd,
thcrc \\crc e\tinlirtcd 10 bc bctwcsn 2 4(X) and
I 600 birds on ncsts, thc rookery bcing circular,
o f  about  50nr  d ianrc te r  (Cabr ic l ,  1894)  and
150nr  c i l cLrnr fc rcncc  ( ( ' rnpbc l l ,  1894) .  D .  Le
Soucf l irndccl lo\\ ' i lrds thc cnd of November, I 901,
and founrl onl;-- frcsh cggs present (I-c Soucf,
1902) .  No cs t imr tc  ( ) f  t l r c  nunrbcrs  was g ivc r r
bu1 oo  l l  Novcnrbcr .  1907,  thc  nes ts  covered
about  0 . .+h  (A tk inson in  Nor th ,  l9 l2 ) ,  and
nruch thc sirnrc otrtaincd on .1 Dcccmber, l90ll,
(  Whi rc .  I  909 ) .  Whi tc  de  scr ibcc l  the  r r i va l  o f
the  Aus t r r las ian  Orn i t l to log is ts '  Un ien  par ty  a t
thc gaonelr)- as follows: 'What a marvellous
sight rnct our eycs! On this barc crcst of thc island
wlrs r Ganncl (Sulq \ututor) rookcry, ln acrc
ol l iving ncsting [rirt ls. e'ach sitt ing on a l itt lc
rriscd nound of carth and rl:bri,r, with a slight
tleprcssion on thc top, i lr which rcsted a single
clirty-whitc cgu. Flch bird rvas just out of rnngc
of  i t s  nc ighbour 's  b i l l . '

. ,\nothcr nrcmber ol lhc piLrty, W. N. Atkins
(  1909)  cs t im l lc ( l  th  t  5  000-7  (XX)  b i rds  were
nc\ting. und )cl another estinratc fron thc samc
v is i t  $as  bc twccn 3(XX)  anr l  l0 (XX)  gnnncts
lrre cding ( Mcllor in Mathcws, | 9 l4 ) . By latc
Novcnr t rc r .  1912.  the  nunrb ! - rs  wcrc  sa id  to  havc
c l roppcr l  {Mc l lo r  and Whi tc ,  1913)  and W.  F in i -
gan (Ch isho ln r .  I959)  rccordcd about  3000.
This trcnd sccnls to hilve continucd, ls on 23
Octobcr .  1935,  l t00-1000 b i rds  were  nes t ing  on
wc'l l undcr 'an acre' (0.4 ha) (Anderson and
Anr lc rson.  I936)  w i th  bare  arcas  around the
colon!". lt \! i ls stirted that somc lishcrmen had
becn taking thc birds for bait and rccording to

Tasmln ian  Fauna Board  (now thc  Tasnan ian
National Parks and Wildlifc Scrvicc) f i lcs thcrc
had bccn .1 500-5 0(X) arlult birds ashorc cilr l icr
that ycar. lTo detcr lurther raids a wardcn,
W. A. Riddlc. was stlt ioncd on nclrby Babel
Is land dur ing  par ts  o f  thc  1935/36  and 1936/37
brccd ing  scasons .  On l l l  Junuary ,  1937,  about
5(X) chicks wcrc bcing ririscd arrd {i00-900 thc
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l ir l lowins season. A hut was built on Cat Island in
tlrc summcr of 1937/38; F. Nil lson was stationed
thcrc that scason and W. A. Riddle ln 1938/39
aftcr which guarding ccascd.

(ln 2(r Novcnrbcr, [938, one of us (D.L.S.)
landcd on Cat Island from M.V. Warreen and
nradc a brief survey o[ the birds present. A small
suurplc of the gannct ncsts was counted and it
wls cstimatcd thitt thcrc was a tol l of 750-l 000
ncsts containing eggs tnd young in white down.
Horvcvcr. thc warden (Riddlc) said that there
\ \c rc  a 'coup lc  o f  thousand '  gannets  p resent .  A t
thc tinlc of observation hc said that only a part
of thc birds wcrc ashorc but that thcy arrivcd
fronr thc fceding grounds at I I a.rn. and rcmained
until .1 p.m. An aerial survey by S. Fowler a tcw
da ls  car l i c r  (23  Novcnrbcr  a t  l l  a .n r . )  gavc  I  02 l t
ne\t\-thc mean of two counts.

Fcw data arc available lrom thc pcriod of
World War lI except that about 100-150 ganncts
wcre seen on 6 March, 1943. But reports fron
L)ecenber, l9zl4 show that the numbers were
vcry low, rvith only about 1.1 voung birds on
17 April. Aerial studies were madc by S. Fowler
in 19,15 and 1946 but no young wcre identif icd
olthough up to 900 rdults werc around on l8
Dccernbcr, 19.15. On 23 March, 19217, a landine
was nradc and sonlc 450 adult glnnets wcre seen:
they seemed disoricnti lted and weak and'stumbled
around' irs thc pxrty approilchcd. ln 1947/.+tt
,+00 adults wcre secn; in 1949/50 400-500 adults
i r rc  thought  to  havc  ra ised I35  young:  in  1950/5  |
thc rc  were  55  young,  rnd  in  l9 -5  I /52  150 adu l ts
wcrc countcd and 48 young raised. In the ncxt
scuson about 100 adults werc seen but no young
re l red .  Then in  1954/55  l l4  adu l ts  wcrc  p rescnt
and 43 young raiscd+. this being the nrst post-
war scason durin-q which a wardcn (A. D. Har-
krnd) was ashore for at lcast part of thc brceding
pcriod. [n thc iollowing ycar up to 140 adults
raised 45 young. In 1956/57 14 chicks fledged,
and in 1957/58 l6 chicks were present with the
nraximun count of adults ashore that season
be ing  67  on  4  December ,  1957.  In  1958/59  60
rdu l ts  and l3  ch icks  were  seen;  in  1959/60
thcrc wcrc 42 adults and .17 chicks. 1'+Wardens
wcre no longcr prcscnt after 196O and counting
lapscd unti l 1967,r68 whcn 22 adults and 9 chicks
wcrc sccn. ln 1968/69 26 udults wsrc countcd
with 5 chicks: in 1974/75 l7 adults and 7 chicks
were prcscnt in Dcccnlber: in 1975/'/6 l2 adults
and 7 chicks were rccorded, and on I I February,
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1977,  therc  wcre  l4  ldu l ts  and 4  la r ! {c ,  I
mediun)-siz!'d and I srrrall chick.

'[ 'hcsc 
l igurcs show au appall ing dcclcasc in

the 70 years sincc Whitc's visit in 1908 (White,
loc ,  d t . ) ,  nos t iy  duc  to  p rcdat ion  and vanda l ism
by lishermcn nd othcrs. Thc following tablc
clearly shows this declinc.

Numerous photographs of thc gannctry have
appearcd, the first by Gabricl (1894'), others b1
Campbe l l  (  l90 l  ) ,  Lempr ie rc  ( in  Whi te ,  1909) ,
N o r t h  (  l 9 l 2 ) ,  B a r r c t t  (  1 9 1 9 ) ,  C a s h i o n  ( l 9 5 t i )
i rnd  Servcn ty  ? t  a l .  (1971) .  Lc  Soucf  (1902)
rcported a solitary gannct sitt ing on its cgg among
thc cormorants on ncarby Storchousc lsland in
latc Novcmbcr, 1901. Rcscarch on grnncls in
1957/-58 concentrated on bchaviour (Wrrh u),
1 9 5 8  ) .
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